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 This agreement, made between the parties of Life and Death in exchange for creation of and dominion over 

their joint project of “mortality” and the “mortal world”, binds these parties and all other Forces who would 

seek to profit from said project to the following rules… 

-- excerpt from the Contract of Mortality 

 

 

- 1 - 

 

 

The morning my entire world broke, I was slumped over my desk in my windowless bedroom. My 

legs were thrown haphazardly over the side of my chair, my face was buried in my arms against 

the surface of the desk, my spine was twisted at an uncomfortable angle to accommodate both of 

these things, and I was too exhausted to care. 
My room was small and dark, with my sturdy wooden desk and chair and the hard, narrow 

bed in the corner as the only furniture. The walls were bare, no trinkets or clutter resided anywhere, 

not even a rug on the hardwood floor. I liked it that way. Nothing to distract me whenever I went 

to work, and nothing to bother me whenever I needed a respite. 

Of course, that stolen moment was the first time in a long, long time that I’d actually been 

able to rest. So long, in fact, I found my empty room (usually so comforting in its austerity) 

crushing down around me. What had once been my retreat now felt more like my prison, and even 

though I knew I could stand up and walk out of the room at any time, the very thought of moving 

exhausted me all over again. I’d been working for days without stopping, and the air in my room 

was stale and stifling, but I still could not bring myself to so much as twitch. I think I was afraid 

that I would break that moment of tranquility, rare and fleeting as they were. 

Perhaps I was being a tad dramatic, and I will admit that I remember thinking to myself 

that I would have given six of my ribs just to keep the silence and the solitude going for a little 

while longer. I just wanted a few minutes more before I had to return to work, or emerge to clean 

up some disaster my roommates had managed to create, or some combination thereof. 

Then the smell of a freshly brewed pot of coffee seeped under my door. 

I did not get out of my chair so much as I was suddenly on my feet, bones creaking with 

stiffness. I relished the rich scent coming from the other side of the bedroom door as I stretched 

and cracked my various joints, all fears of a disaster forgotten when faced with the promise of the 

elixir of the mortals. They had gotten nearly everything wrong over the past few millennia, but 

coffee… Coffee was so right. 

I drifted out of my blissfully dark room into the agonizing brightness of the sunlit hallway. 

I threw an arm across my face to block the light and let my feet guide me past my roommates’ 

larger and overly lit bedrooms, past the front door, past the living room, past the bathroom we had 

no use for, and into the kitchen. 

“Morning, Death,” Destiny’s voice greeted me from the general direction of the table. 

I grumbled something resembling a response and dropped my shielding arm from my face. 

It took a long time for my senses to adjust to the sunlight pouring in through the east-facing window 

over the sink, but my feet knew the way and by the time I could see again, I was already fishing a 

mug (one of the big ones) out of the dishwasher. 

“Just so you know,” Destiny began, but I cut her off with a raised finger. 

“What did we say about fate readings before coffee?” I asked as I went for the kitchen 

counter. The coffee maker was nestled contentedly between a gleaming toaster and the tidy library 
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of brightly colored cereal boxes that were the main source of my female roommate’s sustenance. 

The pot was full of steam and perfect black coffee. The liquid sloshed beautifully as I lifted the 

pot, a lovely ring of bubbles dancing across its surface. 

“It has to do with the coffee,” Destiny said. 

That made me pause. “What is it?” 

“If you pour a cup before nine, you’ll break the mug.” 

“What time is it now?” 

“About eight-thirty.” 

I considered this carefully. “How much is in the mug when it breaks?” 

“About half a cup.” 

“Is that because I will have already consumed the rest of the coffee?” 

“Well, yeah, plus another full cup before that, but—” 

I poured the hot coffee and took a long, loud sip. 

I felt Destiny’s disapproving stare on my back as I drank. She never liked it when I ignored 

her prophesies, but given that the mortals could defy her just by flexing their free will, it was 

laughable to think that she should have any control over my actions, never mind that she was 

usually right. I had learned a long time ago that it was best to enjoy the moment and worry about 

the consequences when (and if) they came. 

Also, half an hour was far too long to wait for coffee after I’d already smelled it. 

Destiny decided that this was not an acceptable excuse this time, and she hit me with the 

one argument she knew she could win: “You forgot to pay rent again.” 

I did not turn around, but I let my presence fill the room, darkening the sun and vibrating 

through the air until I could feel the threads of existence that stretched out from every being in the 

area, from the spiders in the walls to the mice in the basement and the mortals that occupied the 

other apartments in our brownstone walkup and the neighboring buildings beyond. I separated out 

the thread that came from Destiny, the endless loop that marked her as an undying Force. I plucked 

at her thread and let her feel its fragility when it was in my grasp, and made her understand that I 

could snap it at my whim. My voice was timeless and deep as the void when I spoke again. “I am 

the eldest. I was there when the universe was born, and I will be there when it burns itself out. I 

am inescapable. I am absolute. I am the end.” 

There was a long silence as I released her thread and retracted back into myself, returning 

to my position at the window with my back to my roommate and hot coffee slipping past my teeth. 

“You still have to pay rent,” Destiny finally said. 

“It isn’t due until the end of the day,” I muttered into my mug. 

“I want to pay the landlord before noon.” 

I began to seriously contemplate the consequences of ending Destiny’s existence early and 

the impact that would have on the mortal world, but decided that I simply had not had enough 

coffee yet. I was about three-fourths of a mug deep by then, so I still had a little more to enjoy 

before the predicted shattering came, if it came at all. 

I refilled the mug to the brim and moved to join Destiny at the table. 

She was an interesting Force, choosing to spend most of her time wrapped in her favorite 

illusions instead of her natural form. When not using a glamour to masquerade as a human, she 

was little more than wisps of colors shifting and flirting with the idea of solidity. Disguised as a 

mortal, she was an athletically built young woman with brown skin, thick black hair that she wore 

in microbraids, deep brown eyes, and a jawline that could have cut the world in half. She wore 

glasses that she did not need, mostly as a way to explain why her glamour’s eyes did not always 
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track motion. The lie was that she was incredibly nearsighted, and not even her glasses let her see 

everything. The truth was that she simply did not use her eyes to see, and often forgot to move 

them. The mortals she dealt with—including our landlord—easily swallowed the lie. 

Whether she was wrapped in an illusion or not, Destiny also had a bottomless appetite for 

sugar, a quirk that was at its least endearing when a mortal had defied the fate she had so 

painstakingly laid out for them. I might have found the capacity to feel bad for her whenever her 

hard work went to waste, were it not for the inevitable rage tears followed by rapid consumption 

of pints of ice cream and containers of fudge frosting, always resulting in a mess scattered across 

the apartment that I had to clean up. 

Still, as far as roommates and colleagues went, I could have done worse. Destiny paid her 

share of rent on time and without fail (often supplementing my contributions when I forgot to have 

my reapers scrounge up loose cash from reaping sites), served as an excellent source of creative 

inspiration when the time for a mass extinction came, and was a skilled baker. We had also reached 

the understanding that I would tolerate her meltdowns as long as she kept the coffee pot full and a 

steady stock of ninety-percent cacao chocolate bars in the pantry for me.  

No, Destiny was not a bad roommate. Just annoying, sometimes. 

I saluted her with my mug as I sat at the table. She wrinkled her nose at me and went back 

to devouring her bowl of neon breakfast cereal. 

“I still think you should wear a glamour when you’re not in your room,” she informed me, 

clearly still peeved over my decision to ignore her fate read. 

I held up my hand and admired the way the bones caught the morning sunlight. “And stifle 

this natural beauty?” 

Destiny shot an exasperated sigh across the table. “At least wear something other than the 

robes. You make me feel like I’m an extra in a bad horror movie in my own kitchen.” 

“Our kitchen,” I corrected, “and I do wear these robes for a reason. As you may recall, the 

mortals and even some of our fellow Forces tend to be prone to terror whenever they see the 

swirling void that is my core.” 

“You could cast a glamour to hide that.” 

“Glamours itch.” 

Destiny huffed an exasperated sigh. “You’re determined to never see the landlord except 

on Halloween, aren’t you?” 

“I feel our annual, two-minute conversation on the repetitiveness of my so-called costume 

and the various historical inaccuracies of his have been honed to perfection.”  

Destiny gave up the argument and went back to her cereal. 

I returned to my coffee, content with the silence. I took more time with my second mug, 

out of both enjoyment and a desire to procrastinate before shuffling back to my room and calling 

my reapers in. As I drank, I idly wondered what would be the trigger that could possibly cause me 

to drop the mug. Would I be holding it? Would it be sitting on the edge of my desk when I 

summoned my reapers and began the tedious task of distilling the taken souls? Would one of the 

reapers knock the mug off the desk in their eagerness to get to me first? 

So many possibilities. So many ways to tease Destiny about her mundane little prophecy. 

But I was not feeling cruel, and decided to let the moment pass. After all, it wasn’t every 

day that we got to enjoy a quiet morning. Which did beg a certain question. 

“Where is Life?” I asked. 

“Still in his room,” Destiny said. She took a sip of coffee so overloaded with cream and 

sugar it was almost white. Actually, she may have just been drinking cream and sugar at that point; 
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to have included coffee in that concoction would have been a crime against creation. “Last night, 

he said he was getting close to finishing something big, and then he locked himself in. Haven’t 

seen him since.” 

I groaned. 

Lately, and in spite of my protests, Life had been throwing himself into creation, spitting 

out creature after creature in a desperate attempt to have something he could completely call his 

own. By the language of the Contract, he was free to create, and to ask him not to would have been 

asking him to let his power go stagnant. I still sometimes asked him to do just that, if I’d had a 

particularly rough day. We usually fought then, but we always managed to find our way back to 

each other. Every time, he would promise me that he would stop as soon as he had succeeded. And 

yet, the only thing he was creating with any steady degree of success was more work for me. 

He also technically had succeeded a while ago, producing an animal that did not need to 

know me. It was an impressive feat, I had to admit, but Life claimed that jellyfish were not the 

immortal victory he was looking for, and in a moment of weakness, I could not help but agree with 

him. That had been a mistake. A big one. Motivated by the success and inadequacy of the jellyfish, 

Life threw himself into creating with a vigor that I both envied and feared. 

I did not like those strange, aquatic bag creatures as it was, but at least they were stable. 

Far worse were all of Life’s failures, which I had to clean up, as though I did not already have 

enough to do as it was. I’d hoped my partner would eventually understand that his constant need 

to create was leaving me burned out and with little room to do much of anything on my own time. 

So far, he hadn’t. 

Hence why only fresh coffee had been able to draw me out of my solitude. 

“I wish he would stop the solo projects,” I admitted out loud. 

“I don’t like them either,” Destiny said. This startled me. I watched her swirl her cereal 

around with her spoon for a moment before she added, “They’re usually really creepy.” 

I hid my smile behind my mug. 

Life tried in earnest to make his creations beautiful. He understood and appreciated the 

perfection of delicate colors and bold patterns alike, and knew how to balance symmetry with 

nonuniformity. And yet, he always forgot some key feature. Like a functioning brain, or lungs, 

or—in one very tragic case—a skeletal structure. That poor thing had been a screaming puddle of 

feathers and organs on the floor by the time Life had dragged Destiny and me back to his room to 

see it. Destiny had not found that particular attempt anywhere nearly as funny as I had. 

“You know why I think he does it?” Destiny asked, pulling me out of my reverie. 

Admittedly, I cared not for the theories behind why Life was piling on to my workload, but 

I was open to another excuse to linger over coffee before getting back to work. “Enlighten me,” I 

said. 

“I think he’s trying to counterbalance your creation.” 

That managed to catch my interest. “Do you mean my reapers?” 

“Exactly,” Destiny said. “You made something on the mortal world born of you and you 

alone. I think that scares him.” 

I motioned for her to go on. 

“I think Life is looking for their counterbalance,” she explained. “You two built the entire 

mortal world around the promise of balance, but with you finishing the reapers, I think he feels 

threatened.” 

“He made that one species of jellyfish,” I pointed out, rather lamely. 
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Destiny gave me a small, patient smile. “Yes, but you modified them so that they could be 

eaten and therefore die.” 

“I had to ensure that they could exist on the mortal world without violating the Contract,” 

I said. 

Truth be told, I should have pushed for more changes to that deathless creature than I had. 

That particular species of bag fish could still threaten the Contract if the right stars aligned. I let 

that be, however, and instead pointed out that my reapers did not exist in every sense of the word. 

They could interact with souls, certainly, but beyond harvesting their assigned targets, they were 

incapable of impacting the mortal world. They were surrogates for me, created so that I would not 

have to divide my attention across every dying being on Earth. Exhausted and diminished as their 

making left me, my migraines and moods had improved exponentially ever since I’d sent the first 

wave of reapers out. 

I had also been very careful with them, ensuring that the reapers had no power of their own 

beyond what I bestowed upon them. I gave each of the reapers a small piece of myself, lessening 

my own power in exchange for a chance to rest, however brief that ultimately turned out to be. 

With Destiny’s help and Justice’s blessing, I had also run exhaustive tests and calculations to 

ensure that the Contract would remain intact long before I created my first reaper. I knew all too 

well what the consequences of a Contract violation were. 

We all did. It was the agreement we made in exchange for a chance to benefit from the 

mortal world; a chance to flex our influence and grow our power without tearing apart our home 

realm Eternity. We had beneficial impacts on the mortal world more often than not, and in return, 

the mortal world gave us room to grow, and the chance to better understand ourselves. To violate 

the Contract was to invite capital punishment, and even I had cause to fear that. 

When I reminded Destiny of this, she agreed. “But I do think that Life feels like he needs 

to keep up with you,” she said. 

“Keep up with me?” I said. “Did you see how many souls he put out last week alone? I can 

barely keep up with him.” 

Destiny gave me another soft smile. “He says the same thing about you. And he’s afraid of 

being left behind. It’s just… in his nature, I think.” 

My mug of coffee was down to a little more than half-full at that point. I swirled it absently, 

wondering what Life’s next attempt would look like. I think that Destiny and I both knew that if 

Life succeeded in creating a truly deathless creature, I would either need to find a way to destroy 

it, or banish it from the mortal world. 

The decision would hinge on how pretty it was; something beautiful could potentially find 

a permanent home in Eternity. Everything else would meet the sharp end of my scythe. Given 

Life’s penchant for aesthetics, chances of an endless existence among the Forces were high. Of 

course, given his extensive record of failures, it was very unlikely we were anywhere near that 

possibility. 

I had the sudden thought that perhaps Life could use a vacation along with me. It had been 

a while since we’d had time together without work getting in the way, and if this next attempt was 

a failure, a trip away from the mortal world could have done us both good. 

My thoughts slipped back to Life’s past creations, and I absently tried to imagine this new 

species. I had hopes for something sleek and muted in color, but I would not have minded a dark 

iridescence to it. A living embodiment of black opal, perhaps. Life had been drawing inspiration 

from gemstones lately, and if he could remember to get the details right, he had the potential to 

create a beautiful creature in— 
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“I’VE DONE IT!” 

—deed. 

I jumped in my seat, and felt the mug start to slip through my fingers. With a lurch and a 

slosh of coffee over the edge, I managed to keep my grip on the handle as my partner came sailing 

into the room. A few precious drops of coffee fell to the floor, but the mug and the majority of the 

still-steaming drink were saved. I gave Destiny a smug look as I carefully set the mug on the table, 

well away from the edge. 

Destiny glared into her cereal and tried to sneak a look at the clock on the wall without me 

noticing. 

“I have finally, absolutely, unquestioningly done it!” Life proclaimed, practically dancing 

across the kitchen. He paused long enough to plant a kiss on my forehead before spinning away 

and pumping his fists in the air. 

In spite of my exhaustion and certainty that this would be more work for me, I smiled as I 

rose from the table and moved to grab the paper towels. I always liked seeing Life happy, even if 

it signaled trouble for me. 

“So-called evolution can kiss my ass,” Life sang, “I’ve finally created the perfect species!” 

“What have you unleashed upon the lowly mortals this time?” I asked as I bent to clean up 

the spill, my victory over Destiny’s prophecy taking on a bittersweet note. Spilled coffee was still 

spilled coffee, after all. 

Life began to tell us of his decision to work small this time (probably for the best), and 

much as he loved to add them, leave off any unnecessary ornaments (absolutely for the best). He’d 

created a bipedal creature, fluffy with shining silver fur and a head that could rotate one-hundred-

and-eighty degrees on a well-protected neck. It was nocturnal, used small primate-like hands to 

gather food, and ran from place to place on strong, silent legs. 

He described it in such loving detail, even I was partially enamored with it by the time he 

was done. 

There was just one problem. 

While he’d been speaking, I had been ticking off every feature he described against my 

mental checklist. After he was done, I looked up at him, at his bright, shining eyes and his perfect 

green skin that spoke of spring. It was a testament to his vanity (and my blatant admiration) that 

humans looked like him, although they were much stubbier than Life, and cut rougher in their 

features. They also had noses—ugly, bulging things—whereas Life boasted a smooth, perfect face. 

So proud, he was, so beautiful, so prolific, and so utterly stupid. 

“Life, my darling,” I said, “did you remember to give it the ability to breathe?” 

He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The smile drained from his face, and his 

eyes lost focus as he thought back on his precious project. That was answer enough. 

“I’ll take care of it,” I told him. Just as I always did. 

“I had it this time,” Life moaned as he slid into the seat I had vacated. 

I grabbed my mug from the table and leaned against the wall, watching my partner. I had 

the feeling that Destiny was right about him, which rankled me. Life and I had created mortality 

together, and that was quite possibly the greatest achievement either one of us were truly capable 

of. We certainly could not have done it without each other. I had not meant for my reapers to 

undercut that. They were not alive—nothing made of me alone could be—and that often felt like 

a shortcoming compared to the things that Life could do by himself. Or would be able to do, if 

he’d only remember the key details. 
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It was not his fault, really. It simply was not in his nature to consider all the things that 

could destroy something. 

But that was more than an inconvenience for me, since I was the one who had to clean up 

his messes, too. 

At least Life had a sense of humor, and once he’d worked through his grief, he let Destiny 

tease him about this latest overlooked detail in a long, catastrophic series of overlooked details. 

Life made a remark about being glad that I was always there to fix his mistakes. My response was 

a strained smile. 

Destiny caught my expression. “Poor Death really needs their vacation soon,” she said. 

My smile was more genuine this time. “More than you know.” 

Life looked over his strong shoulder at me. “Are you still set on taking one?” he asked. 

“Oh, absolutely. I thought I’d mentioned that before?” 

“Several times,” he said. 

“Yesterday alone,” Destiny added. 

I drained my coffee mug and then refilled it to the brim, making sure Destiny saw my every 

move. 

“I was sure you’d break it,” she grumbled. 

I watched her over the rim of the mug as I slurped another gulp. 

“Would you leave?” Life asked. 

I broke off my petty battle with Destiny to look at him. “What?” 

“The mortal world,” he said, tracing a knot in the woodgrain of the table. “Would you leave 

it, if you took a break?” 

I had been so busy that I had not seriously considered what I would do with a vacation once 

I got it, but I knew the answer to that question. “Yes,” I told him. “It would be nice to see something 

other than the mortals and the inside of this apartment for a change.” 

“If you wore a glamour,” Destiny grumbled, “you could go outside. We live near a lovely 

park, and the night life a few blocks over is exciting enough that the mortals might not even notice 

your creepiness.” 

I took another loud sip of coffee. 

“How long do you think you’d stay away?” Life asked. He kept his voice casual, but I 

knew what he was asking. 

I reached over and squeezed his shoulder. “Not too long,” I said. I remembered my earlier 

thought of inviting him along with me, but I still owed him for the unbreathing mess he’d left for 

me in his room, and his earlier teasing. “Unless I spontaneously develop a libido and run off with 

Lust, of course.” 

Destiny snorted, sending a fine spray of milk and half-chewed cereal across the table. I 

tossed her the paper towels. 

Life caught my hand and lightly ran his thumb across my knuckles, smiling at my joke, but 

there was a tinge of sadness to it. I was too familiar with his moods to think that he was truly upset, 

but he seemed to be missing me already, and I had not even left the room. I wrapped my arms 

around his shoulders and wondered if he would come with me, if I offered to take him off the 

mortal world. Part of me knew that he would not; I’d been able to make my reapers, but Life was 

too ingrained in the mortal world to be away for long. That realization made me hug him tighter, 

and he leaned into my embrace. 

Destiny abruptly gave a pointed cough, clearly aiming to distract Life and me from each 

other. “How close are your reapers to being independent?” she asked. 
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“Very,” I said, settling back against the wall with my coffee again. “They have been out 

on their own for a while now, and I just sent off what I hope is the last wave. I’m giving them a 

little time to test their wings and see how they do before I introduce them to the soul distilling 

process, but they’ve been doing perfectly so far. This time next year should see me packing up my 

scythe and bidding you a fond farewell.” 

“You don’t want to leave your oversized farming tool with me?” Destiny asked. 

“What do the mortals say?” I traced the rim of my mug. “I trust you as far as I can throw 

you?” 

“I’m an incorporeal cloud,” Destiny said. “You couldn’t throw me at all.” 

“That would be my point, yes.” 

Destiny and Life were both laughing now, and I was smiling in the sunlight. Everything 

felt right. And then something slipped out-of-kilter, and the world seemed to stop.  

I knew that it hadn’t. Time was still running the way it was supposed to, and Life was 

grinning sheepishly at a fresh barb from Destiny, but there was something very, very wrong in the 

universe now. 

Almost like… 

A nasty feeling wrapped itself around my spine, and a shiver ran through me. Life froze in 

bewildered horror a moment later, and then Destiny was on her feet, trembling. They both turned 

to look at me as the bad feeling crept up my back and through my skull. I felt it leave me as quickly 

as it came, but it sapped away a good chunk of what little energy that morning had given me, and 

left an aching pain in its place. I recognized the warning, but the bad feeling wasn’t done with us 

yet. It coated the room like a thick fog, growing denser as something approached. 

It finally coalesced at the kitchen window, and I turned to see one of my reapers perched 

on the sill. The reaper knocked its hoof against the glass, and rustled its leathery wings. I could see 

light seeping through the thin skin of its body, right where it would have stored a swallowed soul. 

The reaper would not look at me. 

All three of us had been given a warning, then one of my reapers had come to me 

unsummoned, loaded with a soul, and ashamed of itself. This could only mean one thing: the 

Contract had been breached. 

The coffee splattered my robes when my mug shattered on the floor. 

 


